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ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF COUNTRY

In the spirit of reconciliation, I acknowledge the 
Traditional Custodians of country throughout 
Australia and their connections to land, sea and 
community. I pay my respect to their elders past 
and present and extend that respect to all 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples today.
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ABOUT ME
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of this professional learning, you will be able to:
• Understand the characteristics and diagnostic criteria of DLD.
• Identify the challenges students with DLD experience at school.
• Contrast the different perspectives of stakeholders and students with DLD.
• Evaluate potential educational supports and classroom strategies to enable access to the 

curriculum.
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understanding talking

LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT
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DLD

DLD
is a neurodevelopmental 

condition that causes 
difficulties with 
understanding 

and/or talking for 
no known reason

WHAT IS DLD?
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WHAT IS DLD?

• Many terms have previously been used to describe these difficulties, including:             
language delay, specific language impairment, and language learning impairment. 

• This has significantly impacted advocacy, practice and research. 
• In 2016 and 2017, an international group of experts published two papers:

1. Consensus for identification
2. Consensus for terminology

Bishop et al., 2016; 2017
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WHAT IS DLD?

Calder et al., 2022; Norbury et al., 2016; Tomblin et al., 1997
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THE IMPACTS OF DLD

• DLD is a lifelong condition. It will persist into adulthood.

• Language is a critical skill for learning. Students with DLD will need support 
at school. 

• DLD can impact on social communication. Students can find it harder to 
make friends and join conversations.
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THE IMPACTS OF DLD

• Students with DLD may behave differently. 

• DLD often co-occurs with other conditions, including: ADHD, developmental 
coordination disorder, dyslexia, behaviour difficulties, social/emotional etc.

• Public awareness of DLD is very low, so many people haven’t heard of it.

14McGregor, 2020
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DIAGNOSING DLD
• In Australia, speech pathologists diagnose DLD.
• There are three criteria for diagnosis:

1. Significant difficulties with language development.
2. The difficulties have a functional/everyday impact.
3. The difficulties are ongoing and likely to be lifelong.
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DIAGNOSING DLD
• People with DLD have average (low to above average) cognitive abilities/IQs.
• DLD will impact all languages spoken. Speaking multiple language does not cause DLD.
• Parents/caregivers do not cause DLD, but can be a great support.
• There is no known cause for DLD. The genetic factors are unclear.
• If there is a known cause for the language difficulties (e.g. autism, hearing loss, intellectual 

disability), the term Language Disorder is used instead of DLD. 
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WHAT TO LOOK FOR

• Understanding (Receptive)
• Difficulty following instructions (especially multi-step)
• Needs repetition or watches others to work it out
• Struggles to understand questions
• Appears not listening or disengaged

• Speaking (Expressive)
• Uses short or simple sentences
• Struggles to find words or uses incorrect ones
• Difficulty explaining ideas or retelling events
• Speech may be hard to understand
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WHAT TO LOOK FOR

• Learning & Language
• Difficulty learning new vocabulary
• Struggles with reading and writing
• Needs extra time, repetition, and support
• Difficulties across multiple subjects

• Social & Classroom Participation
• Avoids talking in class or group work
• Struggles to keep up with classroom discussion
• Difficulty organising ideas or telling stories
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DLD & SCHOOL
• Language is the default modality for accessing the curriculum.
• DLD impacts long term outcomes in communication, education and employment (Conti-Ramsden et al., 2018).
• People with DLD are vulnerable to mental health conditions (Durkin & Conti-Ramsden, 2010).
• Students with DLD demonstrate challenges in all areas of academic achievement compared to their peers 

without DLD (Ziegenfusz et al., 2022).
• Awareness of DLD is low and few teachers feel confident to provide support (Kim et al., 2022; Glasby et al, 2022).
• Despite the high risk of academic failure, there is limited information available for teachers to support 

educational practices for students with DLD.
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ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

• Reading, spelling & writing – students with DLD presented with skills similar 
to their younger typically developing peers.

• Narratives – students with DLD had more difficulties with understanding, 
generating and retelling stories.

• Numeracy – students with DLD demonstrated greater success when the 
language load was reduced

Ziegenfusz et al., 2022
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ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

Ziegenfusz et al., 2022
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STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES – AREAS OF FUNCTIONING
The areas of functioning rated to most impact learning by all participants.     

(5 = very high level of support, 1 = very low level of support)

* indicates statistically significant differences for between stakeholder comparisons.
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SIMPLE VIEW OF READING

READING 
COMPREHENSIONDECODING LANGUAGE

COMPREHENSIONX =
Gough & Tunmer, 1986
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STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES - SCHOOL-BASED TASKS
The school-based tasks rated by difficulty by all participants.                   

(5 = very hard, 1 = very easy)

* indicates statistically significant differences for between stakeholder comparisons.
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TOP 10 MOST DIFFICULT TASKS

• Reading for understanding
• Story writing
• Writing for tests
• Writing tasks
• Reading for tests
• Taking tests
• Planning for assignments
• Doing tests

TEACHERS

PARENTS/CAREGIVERS

• Reading for enjoyment
• Handwriting

• Reading for   
enjoyment

• Doing homework

• Handwriting
• Completing tasks

ALLIED 
HEALTH 
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STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES - EDUCATIONAL SUPPORTS
The educational supports rated for helpfulness by all participants.                   

(5 = very helpful, 1 = very unhelpful)

* indicates statistically significant differences for between stakeholder comparisons.
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ALLIED 
HEALTH 

TOP 10 MOST HELPFUL SUPPORTS

• One on one help with an adult
• Extra help from a teacher or teacher aide 
• Visual timetables
• Extra time for exams 
• Help to organise their assignments
• Getting a copy of the things the teacher 

writes on the board  
• Extra time for assignments 
• Help with homework  

TEACHERS

PARENTS/CAREGIVERS

• Help to organise 
themselves 

• A quiet space to do 
assessment 

• Checklists for 
tasks 

• Help to organise 
themselves 

• Checklists for tasks 
• Setting goals for tasks 
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ALLIED 
HEALTH 

TOP 10 MOST HELPFUL SUPPORTS

• One on one help with an adult
• Extra help from a teacher or teacher aide 
• Visual timetables
• Extra time for exams 
• Help to organise their assignments
• Getting a copy of the things the teacher 

writes on the board  
• Extra time for assignments 
• Help with homework  

TEACHERS

PARENTS/CAREGIVERS

• Help to organise 
themselves 

• A quiet space to do 
assessment 

• Checklists for 
tasks 

• Help to organise 
themselves 

• Checklists for tasks 
• Setting goals for tasks 

“For ALL teachers 
to understand DLD 
and the needs of 
the child” – PC48
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STAKEHOLDER PERSPECTIVES
• All areas of functioning are impacted for students with DLD, particularly literacy and 

language/communication.

• All educational supports were rated as helpful, particularly additional time, visual supports, and 
individualised support. 

• Parents/caregivers frequently rated areas of functioning and school-based tasks lower (i.e., less 
support, easier) than teachers and allied health professionals. 

• Differences in perspectives may be explained by different roles.

• While literacy was prioritised, social/emotional needs and supports were ranked lowest with 
greater variability across stakeholder groups.
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BEHAVIOURAL AND EMOTIONAL NEEDS
RangeMean (SD)Mediann = 11

1.00 – 9.004.45 (2.22)5.00Emotional Problems Scale

.00 – 2.00.91 (.83)1.00Conduct Problems Scale

2.00 – 7.004.09 (1.51)4.00Hyperactivity Scale

.00 – 7.004.09 (2.42)3.00Peer Problems Scale

5.00 – 10.007.36 (1.85)8.00Prosocial Scale

8.00 – 21.0013.55 (3.88)15.00Total Difficulties Score
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STUDENT PERSPECTIVES - SCHOOL-BASED TASKS
The school-based tasks rated by difficulty by adolescents with DLD.                   

(5 = very hard, 1 = very easy)
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STUDENT PERSPECTIVES - EDUCATIONAL SUPPORTS
The educational supports rated by helpfulness by adolescents with DLD.                   

(5 = very helpful, 1 = very unhelpful)
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STUDENT PERSPECTIVES
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STUDENT PERSPECTIVES
• Consistent with previous research, high school students with DLD reported prosocial behaviours, 

which were perceived as a strength in their social functioning. 

• However, individual participants reported a spectrum of behavioural and emotional needs with 
some scores in the clinical range, particularly peer relationships.

• Literacy and numeracy were prioritised by students with DLD as the most difficult school-based 
tasks.

• Language/communication and social/emotional tasks were rated ‘easier’ than predicted. 

• Additional time, visual supports, and individualised support were rated as most helpful, however 
high school students rated technology as more helpful than adult stakeholders. 

• Social/emotional needs and supports were ranked lowest. 

• Positive sense of school connectedness despite educational needs.
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WHAT CAN WE LEARN?
• Integrating the perspectives of high school students is essential for evidence based, inclusive 

educational practices.

• Teachers and therapists can gather students’ perspectives using consultative processes 

• Student consultation enables teachers and therapists to implement individualised supports.

• Teachers need to be aware of DLD and access training to ensure they have the necessary skills to 
provide support. 
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CLASSROOM STRATEGIES
• Make language as tactile and visible as possible
• Giving instructions:

• Use cuing strategies to ensure they are listening
• Slow down your rate of delivery (slightly)
• Chunk information
• Put information in chronological order
• Be specific and concise

• Give students more time to process and respond
• Encourage them to ask for repetitions or clarification
• Make the implicit, explicit (e.g. describe what is happening)

34
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CLASSROOM STRATEGIES
• Explicitly teach (or pre-teach) concepts
• Provide multiple repetitions of vocabulary
• Create banks of words or word walls
• Build up definitions of new words 
• Use new words in a variety of ways

38

CLASSROOM STRATEGIES

39

CLASSROOM STRATEGIES

NAME

CATEGORYASSOCIAT-
IONS

LOCATION

USEAPPEARANCE

ACTION
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CLASSROOM STRATEGIES
• Literacy instruction will help build language
• Recast incorrect spoken grammar (if written, correct the mistake)
• Teach the different types of words (e.g. nouns, verbs, adjectives, 

adverbs, conjunctions)
• Extend spoken and written language (e.g. adjectives, conjunctions)
• Encourage structuring thoughts before undertaking writing tasks 

(e.g. drawing)

41

CLASSROOM STRATEGIES

• Consider the language you use in the classroom
• Pair verbal information with written information
• Consider how to reduce the cognitive load of tasks
• Make adjustments to the learning tasks AND assessment tasks
• Build a partnership with the student
• Support their mental health

42

STUDENT CONSULTATION

Menu for adjustments
• How teachers talk to me
• How teachers give instructions
• Lesson and subject content
• Changing the environment

40
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ASSESSMENT TASKS

• Need to consider learning AND assessment tasks.
• Consider:

• Impact of the disability on the assessment.
• Nature of the assessment task
• Nature of the subject
• The student’s usual work during learning tasks

• The aim is to place students with DLD on equal footing and NOT to give them 
an advantage.

• Minimise the impact of their language and allow the marker to see beyond 
their disability to the student’s knowledge and skills.
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DISCUSSION STARTERS

• Who are the students in my school that may have or do have DLD?
• What might indicate a student is having trouble understanding and/or 

talking?
• Which educational supports do I currently use and which ones could I use to 

scaffold student learning?
• Which formative or summative assessments provide evidence regarding a 

student’s listening or written comprehension?
• What steps can I take to help with communication breakdowns?
• What key points can I take away from today and apply in my classroom?
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KEY MESSAGES

• DLD is one of the most common neurodevelopmental conditions in childhood.
• If you have concerns about a student’s communication, academic or behaviour 

skills, consult with a speech pathologist.
• All areas of academic achievement are impacted for students with DLD.
• Teacher, speech pathologist and parent/caregiver collaboration can support high 

quality instruction for school-aged children.
• Include students with DLD in the collaborative process.
• Recognise each student with DLD has a unique profile of strengths and areas of 

need.
• All students with DLD can learn, but will require individualised approaches.
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